Areas of Critical Environmental Concern (ACECs) are places in Massachusetts that receive special recognition because of the quality, uniqueness, and significance of their natural and cultural resources.  These areas are identified and nominated at the community level and reviewed and designated by the state’s Secretary of Environmental Affairs.  ACEC designation creates a framework for local and regional stewardship of these resources.
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How is an ACEC boundary defined?
Each Area of Critical Environmental Concern (ACEC) boundary is delineated upon designation and includes the area needed to protect and preserve significant natural resource features such as estuaries, wetlands, floodplain, and forested upland.  Each ACEC boundary is defined by a particular set of resource or other features, is described in the text of the original ACEC designation document, and is typically shown as a mapped line on a United States Geological Service (USGS) topographic base map.  Historically, the boundary map has been used for general land use planning and resource management applications, while the boundary text is used for regulatory interpretation and site-specific project reviews.  The ACEC boundary identifies an area designated by the Secretary of Environmental Affairs in order to focus stewardship activities, management planning, and heightened environmental review of certain proposed projects.

Why are boundary clarifications needed?

The Department of Conservation and Recreation (DCR) ACEC Program staff have been working to clarify the existing 14 coastal ACEC boundary maps and written descriptions.  The ACEC Program is undertaking this boundary clarification project because portions of the original ACEC boundary maps are outdated and no longer illustrate an accurate representation of the written boundary description found in the original designation document.

Originally, the boundary lines were drawn onto a 1:25,000 USGS topographic map by interpreting the final designated boundary text and approximating the location of resource and other features referenced as the boundary.  However, the inaccuracy of these original lines became increasingly apparent with the advance of geographic information systems (GIS, computer-based mapping) and digital datalayers from the state’s MassGIS program (such as improved maps of wetlands, floodplain, orthophotography, etc.) that were used as overlays and basemaps.  We are now able to show more accurate boundary lines by using current digital reference data that were unavailable at the time the original boundary maps were made.  In certain instances, the written boundary description was also edited to provide clear and consistent language and improve the accuracy of the boundary.

How were the boundaries clarified?

The original boundary lines were clarified using the best available data.

1) To begin, we read each written boundary description to ensure that the language was easily understood, resource features were properly identified, and the final text was made clear and consistent with the intent of designation.

2) We then categorized the written description into boundary segments that highlight the different types of features referenced as the boundary in the text.  For example, one boundary might reference using floodplain, buffered wetlands, contours, and roads to describe the outline of an ACEC.

3) We used the features identified in the boundary text to create corresponding color-coded segments in the digital boundary lines.  These codes help illustrate the different ways the boundary is defined.

4) For each coded boundary segment, we used the most accurate and reliable digital data from the state’s MassGIS program and compared it to the mapped ACEC boundary.  We also compared these basemaps to the clarified written description and conducted site visits where discrepancies could not be resolved using the map and text.  Where necessary, the location of the line was modified to improve its accuracy and create a clarified digital boundary.

To help illustrate these four steps, consider the following example.  After clarifying an ACEC boundary’s written description and categorizing it into different boundary segments, we see that part of the boundary is defined by using wetland resources.  We code that portion of the digital boundary line as wetlands, we overlay the 1:5,000 wetlands datalayer available from MassGIS, and see that the original digital ACEC boundary line does not follow the edge of wetlands as shown by this data source.  Thus, we move the original line to reflect the most current digital data illustrating the wetlands edge.  This same methodology would be used for all boundary segments defined in the written boundary description.

What are the products of this boundary clarification project?

The Coastal ACEC Boundary Clarification Project includes:

· Clarified written boundary descriptions organized by types of boundary features.

· Maps with color-coded segments that correspond to the features in the boundary text.

· New MassGIS datalayers for each ACEC boundary with updated attribute tables including boundary codes and data sources.
The boundary clarifications may result in differences in the total estimated area of the ACEC as compared to the estimated area originally mapped for each ACEC.  However, the designated boundary has not changed, but the accuracy with which we describe and map it has improved, and the estimated area of the ACEC is now more accurate.  All digital boundaries are accurate to a scale of 1:25,000 and are best illustrated on a digital USGS topographic basemap.

How do I use the clarified boundary description and map?
An ACEC boundary map is intended to be used with the written boundary description contained in each ACEC designation document.  The map is not to be used by itself for definitive ACEC boundary delineation or regulatory interpretation.  For review of site-specific projects within the ACEC boundary, determinations may need to be made in the field or in consultation with ACEC Program Staff.

Where ACEC boundaries are defined by the location of natural resource features (e.g. floodplain, wetlands), the boundaries are subject to change based on the most current definitions and data.  For a review of site-specific projects within the ACEC boundary, determinations may need to be made in the field.

How do I get more information?

Please contact Lisa Berry Engler, ACEC Program, at 617-626-1435 or at lisa.engler@state.ma.us  with any questions you have regarding these boundary clarifications.

